Men are more optimistic about the future performance of key economic and financial indicators than women. We report surprisingly strong and highly significant gender differences in consumer confidence data of seventeen out of eighteen countries, including the US. We confirm these findings using data from 56 US Gallup opinion polls. This gender difference is present in key indicators like economic growth, interest rates, inflation and future stock market performance and persists after we control for income, employment, wealth, education, and marital status. Our results hold regardless whether we consider questions about respondent's personal future economic situation or the general economy. This suggests that the optimism we document in this study differs from overconfidence, as it extends beyond the personal influence sphere of respondents. We show that not only differences in risk aversion but also this difference in optimism may explain why women hold on average less risky portfolios than men.
Introduction
Gender differences are not only a popular topic of discussion 1 but also an important field of study in all social sciences. Not surprising given the important consequences gender differences can have in our society. To a large extent academic studies seem to offer support for the popular view that different genders originate from different planets. For instance, research seems to confirm the stereotypes that women are more socially oriented (selfless) and men are more individually focused (selfish). 2 Men and women also differ in their views on a variety of issues and topics like the likelihood of nuclear war, dangers of alcohol and drugs, technology, radioactive waste, preferred US presidents, economic consumption, the labor market and investment decisions.
Some of these differences are attributed to gender differences in risk aversion. 3, 4, 5 This paper tests for the existence of gender differences in future economic outlook. We find that men are significantly more optimistic about the future performance of key economic and financial indicators. Consumer confidence data of seventeen out of eighteen different countries show strong and significant gender differences, with women being the less optimistic gender. For instance, in the US we find that since 1978 there has only been one month (March 2000) when consumer confidence of women was higher than consumer confidence of men. This gender difference is not only remarkably persistent over time, but also present both in the general economic outlook and 1 According to Hyde (2005) , the well known book by John Gray Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus has sold over 30 million copies and has been translated into 40 languages. 2 See for numerous references for instance the overview by Eckel and Grossman (2007a) . 3 See for numerous references for instance the overviews by Eckel and Grossman (2007b) or Croson and Gneezy (2004) . 4 There occasionally seems to be confusion in terminology used. For clarity: we follow the convention in the finance literature and distinguish between the (perceived) characteristics of the probability distribution (the (perceived) likelihood of states, (perceived) differences in mean and standard deviation) versus risk aversion (the willingness to take on risk). In other words, two people may have exactly the same perception of a probability distribution but still take different decisions due to a difference in risk aversion and vice versa people may have the same level of risk aversion but still take different decisions based on different perceptions of the likelihood of states occurring. We refer to optimism and pessimism when we refer to a difference in (perceived) likelihood of states. 5 It may be good to point out that a debate is still ongoing. For instance, in her meta analysis of psychological differences, Hyde (2005) argues that while differences between genders may be present, we should consider the implications of those differences. In many cases, the variation between men and the variation between women is so large that a difference between genders can be safely ignored (the gender similarities hypothesis). The argument is to focus on differences that may have strong implications.
in the personal outlook. We confirm these findings using 56 US Gallup polls. These polls allow us to test whether this gender difference is present in other more specific key indicators as well.
We find this to be the case. Men are more optimistic about future outlooks for variables like economic growth, interest rates, inflation and future stock market performance. Moreover these polls enable us to test for robustness with respect to income, employment, wealth, education, and marital status. Our results are robust after controlling for these personal characteristics. Our results hold regardless of whether we consider questions about respondent's personal future economic situation or the general economy. Surprisingly, this gender difference in optimism about the future economic and financial outlook has to the best of our knowledge not been documented before.
Apart from being the first to document this highly significant gender difference in optimism with respect to economic future, we feel our paper makes several other contributions to the literature.
While our findings deal with future economic and financial outlook, these results are in line with other findings in the literature that suggest that men are more optimistic. For instance, GwartneyGibbs and Lach (1991) report that women are significantly and substantially more pessimistic in their nuclear war attitudes than men. If this gender difference in optimism holds more generally as our findings suggest this may help to shed new light on several well-known reported gender differences in the literature and may have implications for many other gender studies in other fields of science. For example, there is a large body of literature that suggests that optimism is beneficial in the health domain (see for instance Felton, Gibson and Sanbonmatsu (2002) and the references within: optimists have lower blood pressure, cope better with stress show better recovery from cancer and coronary bypass surgery and are less likely to become depressed).
Our findings also contribute to the literature as the gender difference in optimism we report here extends beyond the personal influence sphere of respondents in many of the cases we consider.
This has several advantages. Our results are not confounded by individual opportunity sets. It is well known that men and women differ in their perspective of their own future or are perceived to be different by others and therefore treated differently. For instance, Schubert, Brown, Gysler and Brachinger (1999) suggest perceptions rather than actual differences may be responsible for the "glass ceilings" women face on the corporate ladder. Similarly -as they argue -if investment advisors perceive women to be more risk averse they may advice less risky portfolios, causing women to have on average lower funds available during retirement. These perceptions about their own future, or for this matter, perceptions of outsiders, are less likely to play a role in our results.
We find that men are more optimistic per se even if the questions clearly deal with issues outside the personal sphere. If anything, the effect may go the other way. If women are less optimistic per se, they may also be less optimistic about their own personal situation.
As another example -one which we discuss more extensively below -our finding may also explain why women invest on average less in risky portfolios than men (i.e. women invest less in the stock market as opposed to more safe assets). While the literature to date attributes this to gender differences in risk aversion, there are two alternative explanations (see also our discussion in footnote 2). Two investors may have the same risk aversion but if one is more pessimistic about the future performance of the market or perceives the future risk of the market to be higher than the asset allocation of the two investors may still differ. In other words, if men are more optimistic about the future state of economy in general or, more specifically, the performance of the stock market or, if men perceive the future risk to be lower, they may be willing to invest more in stocks. Our results suggest that both alternative explanations, which to the best of our knowledge have not been considered before -may contribute to a difference in observed portfolio allocations between men and women. Particularly interesting is that differences in expectations do not need to be large: we show how a one percent difference in expected return might already explain observed difference in portfolio holdings and therefore may have a large effect at retirement.
Our alternative explanation for the difference in portfolio holdings also would align the current experimental evidence with the field data. While field studies based on difference in portfolio holdings claim that women are more risk averse, evidence from laboratory experiments studying gender differences in risk aversion is inconclusive (Eckel and Grossman (2006) provide an extensive overview of the literature). Our alternative hypothesis explains both findings jointly and suggest that differences in the riskiness of actual portfolios need not necessarily be caused by differences in risk aversion. 6 As a gender difference in investment strategies may have drastic consequences for instance with respect consumption in retirement (see for instance, Bajtelsmit and Bernasek, 1996) our results hopefully also provide new insights in resolving potential negative effects from gender differences in asset allocations.
While we discuss consumer confidence data it may be useful to distinguish our results from overconfidence results reported for instance by Barber and Odean (2001) . They find that the average man trades more frequently than the average woman in the stock market. They suggest that these differences in trading frequency may be caused by men being overconfident about their own stock picking ability. As we stated above our results do not consider overconfidence in trading in the sense of Barber and Odean (2001) , but a general confidence in the futureoptimism -as we consider macro economic variables beyond the control of individuals and do not consider trading frequency. The work that comes closest to our findings is Chaney, Alvarez 6 Our alternative hypothesis would also explain the finding of Schubert, Brown, Gysler and Brachinger (1999) who find no difference in risk propensity when subjects face contextual decisions.
and Nagler (1998) who try to explain the gender gap in US elections and report some evidence for the US that women are significantly more pessimistic about the current state of the economy in general and their current personal finances.
A limitation of our research is that we have to rely to a large extent on survey results. Nowadays, survey results are generally accepted in social sciences as they are often the only way to discover insights about motives. Moreover, the strong response of capital markets to the publications of the Consumer Confidence data suggests that at least investors feel that the surveys we use here contain useful information on the economy. Still, this does not mean we should not interpret results with caution. For instance as pointed out by Campbell (2003) , the most serious question is whether respondents answer the survey questions accurately. To safeguard ourselves against over interpretation and biases due to questionnaire design, we limited ourselves to the simplest questions in different surveys and leave out questions, which can be interpreted in more than one way by respondents. Nevertheless, even if we consider simple questions we should remain careful when it comes to the interpretation of these results. Our results point in that direction; for instance, we find some evidence that women choose extreme options less frequently than men.
While this is an interesting finding in itself -and to the best of our knowledge not reported in the market research literature -the female tendency of avoiding extreme answers goes both ways and does not explain the difference in one-sided optimism that we observe. Our results continue to exist regardless whether we include or exclude these extreme values.
This paper is organized as follows. We examine the US and international consumer confidence survey data in the next section. The results with US Gallup survey data are presented in section 3.
Section 4 discusses implications of our findings on stock holdings and also reports related empirical findings. In section 5 we verify robustness with respect to marital status and finally section 6 concludes.
Consumer Confidence Survey Data

Data
In order to study the difference in confidence between men and women, we use monthly consumer confidence data from eighteen countries. We use different countries to ensure that our results are not country specific and to some extent not culture specific. of the consumer confidence data used in this study.
[ Table 1 around here] Table 1 shows the t-statistics for gender difference in confidence index for the all countries in our data. Across all the countries, except for Germany, the gender difference in consumer confidence index is highly significant, indicating that women are more pessimistic about the current and future economic conditions in general. The statistical significance is strongest for the US, with a tstatistic of more than 10. Strikingly, for Europe on aggregate, there has never been a month between January 1990 and December 2005 with greater consumer confidence for women than for men.
Gender Difference in Consumer Confidence
[ Table 2 around here]
Although sample sizes are different to a large extent, it may be good to verify explicitly that our results are independent of the time period we consider. Looking at the US consumer confidence index separately, which has the longest time-series, Table 2 illustrates the gender differences in US consumer confidence index for the entire sample period from January 1978 to December 2005, and those in two sub-sample periods, January 1978 -September 1991 and October 1991 -December 2005. Again, we find that consumer confidence index from female respondents are significantly and consistently lower than that from male respondents. For the other countries in our sample, we find qualitatively similar results when looking at subsamples. The average confidence index for United States women is 83.8 over the full sample period, which is more than 10 points less than the average for men, 93.86. In fact, Figure 1 , in which we plot month-bymonth mean gender differences for the United States, shows that there is only one month over the whole sample period when the average female consumer confidence index is higher than its male counterpart. This was in March 2000 (the difference was marginal (-0.3) and we have no explanation why women would be more optimistic during this month).
[Figures 1a and 1b around here]
The United States consumer confidence index is based on the respondent's perception of both current and future state of personal and general economic condition. As discussed before there may be more than one reason why men are more optimistic (or less pessimistic) than women regarding their own private situation. Therefore we consider both personal and general questions separately. We report the gender differences in the five questions in the questionnaire that are used to construct the United States consumer confidence index in Table 3 . These questions are: Table 3 around here] Table 3 shows that men are less pessimistic (or more optimistic) in all dimensions -current, future, personal, and general economic conditions. If anything, differences tend to be larger when we consider general economic circumstances on which respondents have no direct influence.
So far we find that women are less optimistic than men. In all countries except Germany this difference is highly significant. The result is robust over time and does not depend on whether questions are formulated about personal or general economic conditions. There may be other characteristics that may cause this difference. To be able to use other control variables in our analysis, and to examine individual responses more closely, we now turn our attention to the United States Gallup Surveys.
United States GALLUP Survey
Although we observe significant and persistent gender differences in optimism from consumer confidence indices the differences may stem from those in personal characteristics -that is, the gender differences in optimism we observe may merely reflect differences in personal characteristics and circumstances that in turn affect optimism. To control for other confounding factors that may affect optimism, we use United States GALLUP data. In addition to having more detailed personal information of respondents, the GALLUP questionnaires specifically ask about the subject's perception of future stock market performance and risk as well as general economic conditions, which enables us to perform a clean test for the link between optimism and investment behavior.
Data
The data were gathered by the United States GALLUP Organization that conducted telephone interviews with randomly chosen heads of United States households or spouses with total savings and investments of $10,000 or more. Note that these questions ask how optimistic respondents are instead of asking the respondent to predict a direction of future changes. Thus, these questions can capture optimism of a respondent regardless of the position of the respondent -e.g., how optimistic a respondent is about interest rates regardless of whether she is a net lender or a net borrower. For stock market outlook, we also examine whether the respondents believe the stock market will go up or down in three months (code 2332) and in one year (code 2485 For the questions we analyze, we treat answers indicating "Don't Know" and "Refused" as missing. We also discard observations with obvious coding errors such as an undefined value for gender. We disregarded the questions in the Gallup survey that ask specifically about expected returns on personal portfolios (which may differ due to portfolio composition) and on short and long term expected market returns as these are likely to be error prone.
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[ Table 4 around here] analyze. The average numerical answers from both male and female respondents are greater than the mid-point of the scales. This indicates that on average both men and women are optimists with respect to the economic future. However, in all questions related to optimism, the average from female respondents is less than that from male respondents. T-statistics for the gender differences are -as with our consumer confidence data -highly significant. The last question about perceived stock market risk shows that the risk perception of women is significantly higher than that of men.
The results in Table 4 confirm what we find in the consumer confidence data -men are more optimistic than women. However, simple t-tests cannot control for other confounding factors, which we will now address. $50,000, 2 for an annual income between $50,000 and $100,000, and 3 for an annual income above $100,000, RETIRED, a dummy variable equal to 1 if the respondent is retired, EMP, a categorical variable taking a value of 1 if the respondent is unemployed, 2 if the respondent has a part-time job and 3 if the respondent works full-time, and AGE, the self-reported age of the respondent. If the gender difference in optimism we document in previous sections merely reflects differences in personal characteristics between genders, one would expect the dummy variable for females to be insignificant.
Gender Difference in United States GALLUP Survey
[ Table 5 around here]
The ordered logit regression results confirm those of consumer confidence in that female respondents are less likely to give an optimistic response compared to their male counterparts. For all questions related to both macro economic outlook and stock market outlook, the female dummy is significantly negative with t-statistics in all cases smaller than -10. The results are robust to inclusion of control variables indicating that female respondents are more likely to give a less optimistic answer than male respondents after taking personal differences into account.
It is interesting that total worth of investment account, WORTH, affects optimism negatively. We take this as an indication that the responses do not merely mirror risk-aversion -that is, riskaverse respondents weigh undesirable outcome heavily when forming their subjective probability distribution and thus, appear to be pessimistic. Empirical evidence on the relation between riskaversion and wealth would be at odds with the results if we were to interpret the negative impact of wealth on optimism as an increase in risk-aversion. For example, Guiso and Paiella (2004) show a negative relation between risk-aversion and endowment whereas Brunnermeier and Nagel The responses to the only question about the respondent's perception of stock risk available from ten surveys show that there is a gender difference as well; female respondents tend to predict a higher level of stock market risk than male respondents do. The t-statistics for the female dummy are close to 6 with or without the control variables.
In order to examine how gender affects the probability of the respondent answering individual categories, we run multinomial logit regressions. For brevity we report the results for only three survey questions, Question 1523 about economic growth, Question 1525 about stock market performance, and Question 2707 about stock market risk, in Table 6 . The results for the other questions are similar and available upon request.
[ Table 6 around here]
We set the neutral answer, 3, as the baseline category for the questions about optimism in economic growth and stock market performance. The effect of gender is clearly not uniform across the response categories. The pessimism of female respondents documented in Table 5 seems to stem from the fact that they are less likely to give optimistic answers compared to male respondents; female dummy is significantly negative for optimistic responses, 4 and 5 with or without the control variables. Turning to prediction of stock market risk, where the response indicating a moderate level of risk, 5, is set as the reference category, the gender difference is more striking in low risk categories suggesting that female respondents are less likely to predict low stock market risk. To summarize, the multinomial regression results suggest that men are more optimistic and more likely to expect low stock market risk than women.
Optimism and risky stock holding
Women hold on average less risky portfolios than men. For this reason it is often believed that women are more risk averse than men regarding financial risk. Using a standard formula in finance that relates the optimal weight in risky assets and risk aversion it is easy to see why.
Consider a risk free asset and a risky asset. The optimal weight for an investor in the risky asset 11 We assume a simple one period mean variance optimizer here for simplicity. However, our argument holds more generally.
If women hold on average less risky portfolios it is tempting to conclude that they are more risk averse. However, there are at least two alternative possibilities that might explain this difference.
If men are more optimistic than women regarding the economic future they might have higher expectations regarding stock returns. As expected stock returns depend on expectations about future company cash flows which in turn depend on future economic conditions this does not seem an unreasonable assumption. If differences in opinion between future economic conditions would imply for instance, a one percent lower expected return on stocks, this would -using reasonable parameter estimates 12 -imply a five to ten percent lower portfolio weight in stocks with no difference in risk aversion between men and women. Jianakoplos and Bernasek (1998) report that single women invested 40 percent of their wealth in risky assets and single men 46 percent. 13 Alternatively as a second possibility, if women perceive the risk of stock market to be higher -all else equal -they would also invest less in stocks. Although only one question in the Gallup polls deals explicitly with risk, the evidence we report here does offer some support for that possibility.
Can we establish this link between optimism and portfolio holdings more directly using these survey data? We have to be very careful. The main problem is that we can only use one question (Question 1525 that considers whether respondents are optimistic about future performance of the stock market). Optimism or pessimism about economic growth, inflation, interest rates or unemployment (questions 1523, 1524, 1526, and 1527) does not necessarily translate into that about future performance of stocks. Secondly, the other questions regarding the stock market do 12 For instance, using data for the S&P500 including dividends and the short-term Treasury bill from 1920 gives an annual risk premium of six percent and a standard deviation of twenty percent. With a risk aversion of three this would imply a portfolio weight in stocks of 50 percent. A one percent lower expected return would result in a portfolio weight of 42 percent. 13 Only few studies in this fast growing strand of the literature (see for instance, Bajtelsmit and Bernasek, 1996) do report actual differences in portfolio holdings.
not overlap with our portfolio holdings data. Still, it may be useful to see whether the evidence could contradict the alternative explanation that we suggest.
We take the following approach. We regress the reported current stock holding as a percentage from the Gallup data on stock market outlook (code 1525), a female dummy, and other control variables. 14 Individual stock holding data are available only in five GALLUP surveys in November 1996 , February 1997 , August 1997 , November 1997 , and September 1998. The total number of observations with non-missing stock holding is 4,343. Unfortunately, the limited sample period for stock holding data does not overlap with other stock market related questions (code 2332, 2485, and 2707).
[ Table 7 around here]
If stock market outlook of respondents affect their stock holdings one would expect negative (positive) coefficients on dummy variables for pessimism (optimism). Female dummy would pick up the effects of gender differences other than optimism/pessimism such as different risk-aversion and perception of risk. The results in Table 7 support our conjecture that optimism or pessimism affects investor's stock holding. In Panel A, the dummy variables for pessimism (Pes1 for extreme pessimism and Pes2 for moderate pessimism), have negative coefficients and those for optimism (Opt4 for moderate optimism and Opt5 for extreme optimism) except for one case, have positive coefficients. Out of twenty such coefficients, thirteen are statistically significant at the conventional 5% significance level. Moreover, moderately pessimistic investors on average put a greater fraction of their wealth in stocks than extremely pessimistic investors as the differences in 14 We report the results with raw percentage stock holdings as dependent variable because there are 785 observations with stock holding of either 0 or 100%, which is undefined under the logit transformation. The OLS regression results with the logit-transformed stock holdings are similar to those reported, however.
the coefficients on dummies, Pes2 and Pes1, are positive. 15 On the other hand, the results show that the degree of optimism from the survey in general is less important than the fact that the respondent is optimistic in that the coefficients on the dummy for extreme optimism are not different from those on the dummy for moderate optimism. The female dummy is negative indicating that female investors tend to invest less in stocks after their outlook about stock market is taken into account. However, the female dummy loses its statistical significance when other personal characteristics are controlled for.
As women have a tendency to observe less extreme alternatives this may bias our results.
Therefore we group alternatives into simply optimistic, neutral and pessimistic. Grouping Overall, the results support our conjecture that differences in opinion can play a role in the observed gender difference in stock holdings. Given the limited sample size and the consistently negative sign on the female dummy, we do not argue that gender difference in opinion is the only cause, however. Moreover, one may criticise (see Campbell, 2003) whether reported portfolio holdings are actual portfolio holdings in this survey. Our point is that if anything the data do at least not contradict our hypothesis.
Robustness : Marital Status
Our findings that females are less optimistic about economic outlook are provocative. One concern is, however, that what we attribute to gender difference may be due to different marital 15 The differences (not reported) are statistically significant in all cases.
status. For instance, if disproportionately more female respondents are married and expressed the views on behalf of the family, what we capture would be the differences between singles and married couples. Moreover, Jianakoplos and Bernasek (1998) report different investment behavior within genders depending on marital status. Given the findings in Table 7 that pessimism leads to less stock holdings, the different investment behavior may stem from marital status affecting optimism or pessimism about economic outlook. To address the concern, we run the first five sets of ordered logit regressions in Table 5 (those with optimism about economic growth, unemployment rate, stock market performance, inflation rate, and interest rate as dependent variable) with marital status and interaction between marital status and gender included as independent variables.
[ Table 8 around here]
Unfortunately, the data for marital status are only available in four GALLUP surveys, February 1997 , May 1997 , September 1998 , and November 1998 . The sample size with non-missing marital status is 3,996. The results in Table 8 suggest that the gender difference in optimism we observe in Table 5 is not due to marital status. The coefficients on female dummy are all negative after controlling for the effect of marital status and interaction. On the contrary, Married, a dummy for a married respondent, and its interaction with Fem flip signs and are statistically inconsistent in all but one regression. In four out of ten regressions, female dummy is statistically insignificant, possibly due to the small sample size. Worth and Inc, that are consistently significant in Table 5 , also have the same signs as before but show a reduction in statistical significance level.
Conclusion
We document a consistent and large gender difference in optimism using consumer confidence indices in eighteen countries. The gender difference persists in US Gallup data after taking into account several control variables. Men are more optimistic than women over time and across countries. We show that in the US men are more optimistic about the future economic condition over the period . This difference is large and statistically significant. In fact, we only find one month during this period when women were more optimistic than men. Our finding holds for confidence about respondents own future financial situation but even stronger for the general economic outlook and is very robust over time. We also show that the gender difference in optimism is not country specific. Differences in consumer confidence between men and women are significant in all 18 countries we consider. Using the US GALLUP survey data, we show that the observed gap in optimism is not due to differences in personal characteristics.
This finding that men are more optimistic than women about future economic condition and stock market performance has to our knowledge not been documented before in academic literature.
While it is often assumed that women are more risk-averse than men, due to observed risk differences in their portfolios, we propose how this difference in future economic outlook might also explain the difference in the riskiness of portfolio holdings of men and women. Our empirical analyses support our conjecture in that investors with pessimistic opinion about stock market outlook tend to invest less in stocks. We also show some evidence that there exists a gender difference in perceived stock market risk. These alternative hypotheses could explain why we observe actual differences in the riskiness of portfolios even though experimental studies regarding gender differences in risk aversion is mixed. This table presents the basic characteristics and a t-test of equal mean on the gender differences in the five subquestions in the questionnaire that are used to construct the US consumer confidence index. These questions are about the Personal Current situation (are you now better off financially?); the Personal Future (do you think that a year from now you will be better off financially?), the General Short Term (business conditions in the country as a whole, do you think that during the next 12 months we'll have good times financially?), the General Long Term (Do you think it's likely that in the country as a whole we'll have continuous good times during the next 5 years?), and the Durables (About the big things people buy for their homes, do you think now is a good time for people to buy major household items?). The t-statistics correspond to the null hypothesis of equal average consumer confidence between men and women.
Men
Women Difference 
I. Personal Current
